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Contemporary theories in design history underline the value of information produced 

within the profession. Oral history has become a significant methodology for 

understanding creative practitioners and also the missing history of art education. Oral 

history has suggested new methods for research also for design history (Sandino, 2013; 

Oral Histories and Design: Objects and Subjects, 2006).  

Despite the eminent national and international recognition of Finnish design the 

historical development of this post-WWII success story and the hagiography spun 

around it has been surprisingly little exposed to research. Even less the educational 

system, ideologies and models that laid the foundation for the professional practice. 

Our research project uses oral history as a means to reconstruct design history from 

"beyond" and to study the professional, ideological and philosophical groundings of 

Finnish design basing on interviews of designers.  

In a set of interviews conducted in 2013-14 in the Aalto University, Helsinki we focused 

on processes how educational programmes have developed and individual designer 

identities were constructed (Summatavet & Svinhufvud, 2013). The interviews of 

designers who started their studies in late 1960s and early 1970s problematize the 

construction of a designer identity, motifs and missions. We claim, that there is a 

collective Finnish concept and understanding of a modern designer identity that is 

built upon common education (one school) and especially on the aesthetic principles 

of composition. Through the art subjects and especially the mandatory subject of 

composition (general composition) a universal set of design rules were planted, a basis 

whereupon specific professional tuition was added. We propose that this gave a 

general platform and understanding to students, future professionals.  

– IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, THE XX INTERNATIONAL ORAL HISTORY ASSOCIATION CONFERENCE, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND –
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UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 
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Our presentation
• Interview project of Finnish designers (1989-1991)
• Estonian Memory Bank (2013-2118)
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Oral history

Alessandro Portelli: 
… performance-oriented narrative, content-oriented document, subject-
oriented life story, and theme-oriented testimony
Portelli, A. (1998). Oral History as Genre. In Narrative and Genre. M. Chamberlain, P. Thompson (Eds.). London, 
New York: Routledge.

Linda Sandino: 
Oral histories are situated dialogues and the contexts of their production 
need to be understood in order to explore their meanings: how values and 
ideologies are constructed, challenged, or sustained 
Sandino, L. (2013). Introduction. Oral history in and about art, craft, and design. In Oral History in the Visual 
Arts. Linda Sandino, Matthew Partington (Eds). London, Berg, 2013.
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Interview project of Finnish designers 
(2013-2014)

Research of professional, ideological and philosophical groundings of Finnish design basing on 
interviews of designers

Finnish Design is a widely known concept
- oral history as a means to reconstruct Finnish design history from “beyond” 

Interview as method: getting information or something more?

Interview project of Finnish designers (1989-1991): documenting life histories of "old generation" 
designers > "information"
model taken from interview projects of Finnish architects and writers

Interviews in 2013-2014: "Deep interview" method developed and used by Kärt Summatavet
- repetition and coming back: challenging the interviewees to rethink their histories
- enhancing dialogue: interview process as rethinking history
- mental patterns
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Oral history

Linda Sandino: 
Interviews may draw on a variety of already told versions and so a construction 
is always re-construction, forever subject to re-tellings, or rather 
reconfigurations providing the opportunity to 

think again, or think differently about the past.
Sandino, L. (2013). Introduction. Oral history in and about art, craft, and design. In Oral History in the Visual Arts. 
Linda Sandino, Matthew Partington (Eds). London, Berg, p. 10
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Interview project of Finnish designers 

(2013-2014)
University of Art and Design (founded in 1871 as Craft School, university status 1971)

- Aalto University (2010-), Helsinki/Espoo, Finland

- big changes in the university; "end" of independent university of design and art

- documentation of retiring designer-teachers

Interviewees

5 designer-teachers, 1 art historian, 2 members of staff (university government)

3 men, 5 women

born between 1946–1950

Method: "elämäkerrallinen syvähaastattelu"

biographical deep interview
- focus on University of Art and Design

- the student years there

- work as teachers and staff
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Interview project of Finnish designers 

(2013-2014)

Where and how have the teacher-designers formed their methods? 

- personal "design philosophy"

Can we learn more about the processes of knowledge building?

- development of values and "identity" as designer

Finding "landmarks" in oral histories of designers

- shared concepts of important events: experience of break / change

- "kliché" of design history < > personal interpretation and meaning

“Rethinking the historical, theoretical and 

international foundations of Finnish design”
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Interview project of Finnish designers
(2013-2014)

Article about the 1970s in the University of Art and Design

- "politizised years"
- cultural break of the 1960s: new "culture" in the school, new 
content in education (design)

> towards concept of social design

Published paper:

Kärt Summatavet, Leena Svinhufvud 2014. Takaisin 1970-luvulle –
taideteollisuuden opettajahaastattelut muotoiluhistorian lähteenä
(Back to the 70s - interviews of designer-teachers as source of design history

TAHITI Taidehistoria tieteenä 3/2014 www.tahiti.fi (in Finnish)
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Kaj Franck, yleinen sommittelu – general composition



Estonian Memory Bank (2013-2118)

To study the professional, ideological and 
philosophical groundings of Estonian design 

basing on interviews of designer
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ESTONIA 200

professional, ideological and philosophical groundings

50 volunteers
more than 180 interviews

more than 700 hours
time schedule – 100 years
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DESIGN EDUCATION 

UNIVERSITY LEVEL

PRE-WAR 
INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS

CHARISMATIC TEACHERS

FIRST STEP

Kärt Summatavet & Leena Svinhufvud: Oral Histories of Designers 
IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



DESIGN DEPARTMENT 
(1966) 1968 

UNIVERSITY LEVEL:
COMPULSORY RESEARCH

‘IRON CURTAIN’
USSR EDGAR J. KUUSIK, architect

Riga Polytechnical Institute
22.2.1888-3.8.1974
BRUNO TOMBERG

Kärt Summatavet & Leena Svinhufvud: Oral Histories of Designers 
IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



DESIGN DEPARTMENT 
(1966) 1968 

UNIVERSITY LEVEL:
COMPULSORY RESEARCH OBLIGATION

POSTGRADUATE DISSERTATIONS
Repin Institute – Leningrad (since 1956)
Stroganov – Moscow (since 1960s)

‘IRON CURTAIN’
USSR EDGAR J. KUUSIK, architect

Riga Polytechnical Institute
22.2.1888-3.8.1974
BRUNO TOMBERG
29.3.1925
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BRUNO TOMBERG
professor emeritus
b. 29.3.1925

http://www.artun.ee/eka-bruno-tombergi-onnitlemas-3/
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3. Bruno Tomberg’s phenomenon

Tomberg used Bauhaus’s curriculum of general composition, 
which he developed into a unique and internationally noted 
curriculum on the basis of abstract art and various colour and 
form exercises. 

?
Archive data … interviews, visual recordings
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CHILDHOOD

FAMILY

PATH OF 
LEARNING

TEACHERS
SKILLS
KNOWLEDGE

LIFE CURVE + EXPERIENCE = ATTITUDE + VALUES

PROFESSIONAL 
PHILOSOPHY

II
TRADITION

CREATIVE WORK
TEACHING

Interview
NOW!
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WHO?
DESGINER, INTERIOR ARCHITECT, ARCHITECT
LEADING PROFESSOR-TEACHER
LEADER OF THE SCHOOL
WELLKNOWN IN FINLAND
INTERNATIONALLY ACTIVE 

IMPACT OF ENVIRONMENT: 
CHILDHOOD/FAMILY
TEACHERS/LEADERS OF PROFESSION
INTERNATIONAL CONTACTS/EXPERIENCES
PROFESSIONAL SKILLS:
CREATIVE WORKS
KNOWLEDGE + TEACHING
CURRICULUM/SUBJECTS – WHO? WHAT? HOW? FOCUS&GOAL?

SYNTHESIS ANALYSIS

PROFESSIONAL PHILOSOPHY

SYSTEM!

Kärt Summatavet & Leena Svinhufvud: Oral Histories of Designers 
IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



- CHILDHOOD how did you feel? what happened?
- FAMILY parents, grandparents – impact of environment, skills, 

knowledge…?
- HOW DID YOU KNOW ABOUT THIS SCHOOL/PROFESSION?
- HOW DID YOU PREPARE FOR ENTRANCE TESTS?
- Content of entrance tests? – WHY?
- What did you LEARN – NAME SUBJECTS… I, II, II, IV, V, VI year?
- Who were your TEACHERS? – where did THEY STUDY?
- AIM of each subject: what did you learn/obtain?
- AIMS OF YOUR TEACHERS: skills, training, mental patterns

+ important themes/memories appear in the process 

MAPPING OF THE PROFESSIONAL PHILOSOPHY

DIALOGIC FIELDWORK METHOD (Lauri Honko)
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2. Formation of Design department

Kärt Summatavet & Leena Svinhufvud: Oral Histories of Designers 

IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, 
JUNE 18–21, 2018



IOHA 2018 MEMORY & NARRATION, UNIVERSITY OF JYVÄSKYLÄ, FINLAND, JUNE 18–21, 2018



ERKI DISAIN 1981

Catalogue

14 years later
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